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Chapter Four: Colors in Combination 

 

Chapter Summary 

A number of aspects of color interaction are explored in this chapter. You will learn how to 

create composite colors via direct or indirect mixing so that, with practice, you will be able to mix 

a color to match a sample. Several traditional procedures for using color to describe three-

dimensional form in two-dimensional compositions are described. This chapter includes an 

explanation of the significance of contrast and harmony of colors and details the different 

traditional types of compositional color harmony. 

 

Suggested Projects 

 

• Try: Make a reduced palette painting of your own. Yellow and white will offer the greatest 

challenge because there is the least amount of contrast between them. Try to get as much 

value variation as you can out of the two colors (use the white of the paper as a value). Next, try 

another painting with yellow and white but also add yellow’s complement, violet, to the palette. 

In addition to value variation, you will create saturation variation between the two colors, 

including the neutral middle mixture. (If using dioxazine violet, be aware that it is a highly-

concentrated color, very dark, and it has a high tinting strength, so only a very small amount 

should be used.) 

 

• Try: As with Image 4.3, try mixing paint to match samples of color to see how well you 

understand the three attributes of color. Begin with the hue or hues that you perceive to be the 

dominant color, then use white to lighten hues and complements to dull hues. Keep in mind that 

black has a high tinting strength and should be used carefully. The factory-coated paper surface 

of Pantone swatches used in this exercise is different than hand-brushed paint on paper, so 

there will be a slight difference to color appearance no matter how adeptly matched. 

 

• Try: Draw with colored pencils or markers to create a variety of line work and pattern that vary 

in weight so that the value of the hue appears to have a wide range. You can try this with 

complementary colors, rather than simply creating composite colors like other two-color 

combinations. The result with complements will be the appearance of duller colors. 

 

•Try: Utilizing the Law of Simultaneous Contrast, create a painting that plays with simultaneous 

contrast effects. Choose a single color as a stable referent and see how many times you can 

change its appearance throughout the composition through its relationship to adjacent color. 

The three central concepts to employ here are value contrast, hue contrast, and Albers’s 

principle of hue subtraction (a composite hue will appear to visually subtract the part if it 

surrounds it).  

 



• Try: Draw and paint a simple design similar to the decorative parts of the amphora detail in 

Image 4.8, beginning with black ink on white paper. Paint black in the background and leave the 

white of the paper in the foreground. Then create another of the same design, but reverse the 

colors. 

 

• Try: Following the example of Lawrence and Davis’s uses of strong shapes within a limited 

palette, create a composition with cut painted paper in which a limited palette of colors performs 

both positive and negative roles. Try it with two colors, then three, then four. 

 

• Try: Draw two identical compositions and paint them with the same single color, but use the 

Cennini and Alberti systems to alter values in each as you paint. In the first, add color using the 

Cennini up-modeling approach. That is, create at least five piles of paint with incremental values 

between pure color and white. Including the pure color and white, you will then have seven 

values to work with. The pure color will be your darkest color and should be used accordingly. In 

the second composition, use the Alberti down-modeling approach. The pure color will be your 

middle value, and your palette will become both progressively lighter and darker (using both up- 

and down-modeling). 

 

• Try: Create four drawings of the same volumetric object, and color each one according to the 

four Renaissance methods just described; up-modelling, down-modelling, unione, and 

cangiante. If the same overall color is used (a monochromatic composition), differences in depth 

and general feel will be especially notable. 

 

• Try: Create the same drawing three times, and then apply color to each according to your 

choice of traditional harmonies, or work against this tradition and invent your own combinations. 

What happens if you attempt to make a color scheme that is discordant? 
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